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Summary 

The Finance Committee agrees the level of council tax discount applicable for empty 
properties as part of the budget setting process each February. This Committee last 
agreed changes to council tax discounts for empty properties in June 2014 with 
changes effective from the financial year 2015/16. 

There have been some recent council tax legislation changes relating to council tax 
empty and unoccupied property that makes this an appropriate time to review the 
level of discounts that are awarded and consider the impact of any potential changes. 

For council tax purposes, empty is defined as unoccupied and substantially 
unfurnished. Currently long-term empty properties, those empty over 6 months do not 
receive any discount and a full council tax is charged.  The level of discount for 
unfurnished properties up to 6 months remains the maximum permitted amount 
(100%).  The level of discount for uninhabitable properties up to 12 months remains 
the maximum permitted amount (100%). Each billing authority has the discretion to 
give a discount of any amount from 0% to 100% in respect of empty properties. 

Billing authorities are also permitted to set a long-term empty property premium for 
properties that have been empty for at least two years.  The maximum premium for 
2018/19 is an additional 50% of the council tax charged. The City has not previously 
levied a long-term empty premium. From 2019/20 the maximum permitted premium 
has increased to 100%.  There are also increases in the maximum permitted 
premium for subsequent financial years where properties have been left empty for 
over five or ten years. 

This report considers removing the discount for unfurnished and uninhabitable 
properties and introducing a long-term empty premium. 

Recommendation 

• It is recommended that, in accordance with the options set out in this 
report, the current 100% discount awarded to unoccupied and 
unfurnished and uninhabitable dwellings is reduced to zero (0%) for the 
financial year 2019/20. This will result in additional income of between 
£50,000 and £60,000 per annum. 

• It is recommended that a premium is levied on long-term empty property 
for 2019/20 at the maximum permitted level of 100%. The resulting 
charge will be 200% of the standard council tax. This will result in 
additional income of approximately £20,000 in a typical year. 



• It is recommended that, having regard to the Government guidance 
issued, the Chamberlain be given the discretion, delegated to the Head 
of Revenues to reduce or waive the long-term empty premium charge in 
exceptional circumstances. 

 
 

Main Report 

 
Background 

 
Empty Property  
 

1. For council tax purposes a property is defined as empty if it is unoccupied and 
substantially unfurnished.   Property that is furnished is treated as a second 
home and these properties are not included in this review as discounts for 
these properties were removed in April 2014. 

 
Long-Term Empty Property Premium 
 
2. The empty property premium was introduced in 2013/14 to encourage 

landlords to bring long-term empty property back into use. This gave billing 
authorities the discretion to charge an additional 50% council tax on 
properties left empty for more than two years. The City has not previously 
exercised the discretion to charge a long-term empty premium and all 
properties empty over two years are charged a full council tax.  

 
3. From 2019/20 the maximum permitted premium has increased to 100% for 

properties empty over two years.  In subsequent years the maximum 
permitted premiums will rise as follows:  

 
2020/21 
Properties empty between 2 years - 5 years: 100%  

 Properties empty over 5 years:   200%  
  
 2021/22 

Properties empty between 2 years - 5 years: 100%  
 Properties empty between 5 years - 10 years: 200%  
 Properties empty over 10 years:   300%  
 

A decision on the levels of premium from 2020/21 onwards is not required at 
this time as this would be dealt with as part of the budget setting process for 
future financial years.  
 

 

Current Position 

4. The Local Government Finance Act 2012 introduced wider discretionary 
powers in relation to empty property from 2013/14. The discretion to amend 
the level of empty discount for both empty and uninhabitable properties has 



not been exercised by the City and empty dwellings continue to be awarded a 
100% discount.  

5. Since 1 April 2015 the following council tax discounts have been applicable: 

Period empty Discount Council tax payable 

up to 6 months 100% Nil 

more than 6 months 0% 100% 

uninhabitable up to 12 months   100% Nil  

      

6. The City has not exercised the discretion to levy a long-term empty property 
premium of 50% for properties that have been empty for more than two years.    

7. The number of properties in receipt of an empty discount can vary widely, and 
this means the exact level of discount cannot be accurately predicted for 
future financial years. The number of awards across the last three financial 
years are provided in paragraph 12 below.  

8. There are very few uninhabitable properties in the City of London. In October 
2018 there were none.  It should be noted that where properties are 
considered in such a state of repair then taxpayers may seek to have the 
property removed from the council tax Valuation List by the Valuation Office 
Agency, part of the Inland Revenue responsible for council tax banding.  

9. The City did not issue a consultation when previously considering the removal 
of the long-term empty discount (properties empty for over 6 months duration) 
from April 2015. Due to the relatively small number of empty properties it is 
not considered necessary to undertake a full consultation exercise at this 
time.  The position has been checked with the Comptroller and City Solicitor 
who has confirmed that there is no legal requirement to carry out a 
consultation.  

10. A review of other London authorities has been undertaken and it has been 
established that most authorities have now removed all discounts for empty 
properties.  

11. The City does not currently charge the additional 50% long-term empty 
property premium but almost all London authorities do now charge the 50% 
premium for properties left empty for over two years.  If a decision is made to 
introduce a long-term empty property premium the City will be able to charge 
the maximum permitted premium for the relevant financial year. For the 
financial year 2019/20 this would be a premium of 100%.  

 

 

Financial Considerations  

 
12. The number of cases and the amounts awarded for the three financial years 

are set out below: 

 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18* 



Amount of empty discount 
granted  

£61,000 £53,000 £140,000 

Number of awards  349 317 586 

Average number days discount 
granted 

52 50 72  

Average amount of discount £174 £170 £240 

* In 2017/18 the figure was inflated by many flats being vacated at the same 
time. The levels for 2015/16 and 2016/17 are therefore more typical.  

13. For the last full financial year, the amount of discount given to unoccupied 
property totalled £140,000. This is equivalent to 150 properties at a band D 
charge of £933.41.  

14. The introduction of a long-term empty home premium for properties that have 
been empty in excess of two years would allow the City to charge a premium 
up to 100% of the council tax charge.     

15. If the maximum premium of 100% was adopted for 2019/20 it could result in 
additional income of £20,000 based on the current number of properties that 
have been empty for more than 2 years. During 2019/20 further properties 
may fall within the criteria for a long-term empty property premium if they 
remain unoccupied and unfurnished. An estimate of additional income that 
may be generated is provided below:   

16. 

Estimated Income from Empty Property Premium 2019/20  
(assuming a maximum permitted empty premium of 100% and that 
properties remain empty for the whole year) 

 Number of 
properties  

Estimated 
maximum income 
from premium  

existing properties empty over two 
years  

20 £20,000 

properties that may become empty 
over two years in 2019/20  

158  £170,000 

Total   £190,000 

A maximum additional income of £190,000 from the empty property premium 
detailed above cannot be guaranteed and will be determined by the factors 
relating to specific properties during 2019/20. These properties could be 
reoccupied (with discounts granted) or redevelopments commenced at any 
time. It should also be noted that the current number of empty properties is 
exceptional and is unlikely to be replicated in future financial years. A more 
typical income level for the empty property premium would be £20,000.  
 

16. The Guidance issued by the then Department of Communities and Local 
Government in May 2013 “Council Tax - Empty homes premium - Guidance 
for properties for sale and letting” expected billing authorities to consider the 



reasons why properties are unoccupied and unfurnished, including whether 
they are available for sale or rent, and decide whether they wish such 
properties to be included in their determination. Having regard to the guidance 
issued it is recommended that the Chamberlain be given the discretion to 
reduce or waive the long-term empty premium charge in exceptional 
circumstances and that this discretion is delegated to the Head of Revenues. 
This would be in cases where there is clear documentary evidence showing a 
genuine, continuous and realistic action to bring the property into occupation.   

17. A decision to implement the changes set out in this report would act as an 
incentive for owners to bring unused empty property back into full use.  It 
should be noted that if the aim of reducing the amount of long-term empty 
property is achieved, the additional premium income noted within this report 
will reduce in future financial years.  
 

18. Changes can only be made at the beginning of a financial year. Any change 
will form part of the council tax setting process to be approved by this 
Committee and included in the council tax resolution to be passed by Court of 
Common Council in March 2019.  

 
Phil Black  
Head of Revenues, Chamberlain’s Department 
T: 020 7332 1348 
E: phil.black@cityoflondon.gov.uk 
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